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Abstract 
 
This thesis looks at the top-down and bottom-up approaches to norm diffusion by exploring 
the phenomenon of Western NGO’s spreading gender equality norms in states that are 
considered as weak, as well as states based on societies entrenched in gender inequalities. The 
author of this thesis argues that the process of norm diffusion leads to a movement of 
homogenisation and Westernisation in international relations, which is a form of international 
interventionism. This topic is controversial in international relations which provides for the 
opportunity for a normative discussion. The United Nations is the actor used for discussing 
the top-down policy approach, and Oxfam Novib is the (non-state) actor used in discussing 
the bottom-up approach. This thesis aims to provide for clarity in whether norm diffusion is 
realistically do-able in a weak and unstable state like Yemen, that finds itself in nearly 
constant political turmoil. The research question is therefore; What are the practical and 
ethical limits to norm diffusion in an unstable state like Yemen? In order to understand how 
Western NGO’s spread controversial norms in an extremely differing society, a content 
analysis of Oxfam Novib reports is used in order to gain insight in their gender mainstreaming 
process in Yemen. It is hypothesised that the political situation provides for practical and 
ethical barriers to norm diffusion, which this thesis will identify. While the author argues that 
a bottom-up approach to norm diffusion is more feasible than a top-down approach, a final 
discussion on spreading Western norms in non-Western states aims to add a critical note to 
this thesis, as well as lift this thesis to a higher level in order to acclaim academic relevance. 
 
Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
Western leaders increasingly view the projection of domestic values abroad as a legitimate 
(and achievable) foreign policy goal, and according to Aldersen, ignore practical and moral 
limits (Aldersen, 2001). Stephen M. Walt wrote an article for Foreign Policy about spreading 
democracy in other countries. In that article he explained that the last three U.S. 
administrations have made democracy promotion a key element of U.S. foreign policy, as 
they were convinced that liberal democracy was the only viable political system for a 
globalising world. Of these three, Barack Obama is most recent; he has appointed many 
‘liberal internationalists’ to his administration and declared, “There is no right more 
fundamental than the ability to choose your leaders”, while also openly backing democratic 
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transitions in Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and several other countries (Walt, 2016). This 
demonstrates that Obama views involvement abroad as justified, which is not surprising as in 
a broader context ‘the West’ tends to view its own norms and values as universally correct. 
This is a highly generalising statement, which obviously has its exceptions. But although 
people in Western states are relatively free in all aspects, which is to be valued deeply, in  a 
broader sense it can be said that ‘the West’ has become quite arrogant in the way that it tends 
to view its own civilisation, and political system, as superior. However, many scholars agree 
by now that states and societies do not develop the same norms in the same manner, which 
has been observed and studied in many states going through democratic transitions around the 
world. 
 
Aldersen (2001) argues that the fact that ‘states’ that are jealous of western states’ 
independence and sovereignty, tend to adopt prevailing norms of international behaviour and 
domestic organisation. This is a phenomenon which he calls ‘state socialisation’. The term has 
been used  throughout the scholastic field as a metaphor to describe the normative pressures 
that are being exerted on states that interact with each other in international society (Aldersen, 
2001: 432-433). As often is the case in scholastic fields, there is no real consensus on what 
that means or how it works, because of the absence of a common conceptual framework. 
Therefore, I seek to add to the theoretical- and normative discourse, in order to provide for a 
better understanding of international norm diffusion and state socialisation, and to ultimately 
get closer to finding answers for contemporary foreign policy questions. With this in mind, 
the research question here is; Which is a better approach to norm diffusion in an unstable state, 
top-down or bottom-up? And more specifically; What are the limits to norm diffusion in an 
unstable state like Yemen?  
 
Speaking in terms of norm diffusion, this thesis focuses specifically on gender equality norms. 
By trying to spread norms regarding gender equality, ‘the West’ is taking on a form of 
colonial role and inserting Western views in a culture with a completely different background. 
Many are of opinion that this comes off as arrogant and might be overly ambitious. To be 
clear, gender equality is something the author of this thesis believes is a good cause, and is a 
‘good’ norm for any society to uphold. However, it is argued in this thesis that there are 
ethical and practical limits to the possibilities of spreading gender equality norms in an 
unstable state, by example of Yemen. 
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Following this introduction, a literature review will outline the (for this thesis) relevant side of 
social constructivist discourse regarding norm diffusion in international relations so far. A 
brief presentation of the historical background to Yemen’s state as well as substantive 
information regarding Oxfam Novib and their policy will be given, which is followed by a 
discussion of approaches to norm diffusion; a top-down and bottom-up approach. In the 
analysis and discussion of this approach I identify the barriers, or practical limits, that are 
encountered while spreading gender equality norms in Yemen, only to conclude this thesis 
with a normative debate about spreading western norms, and ethical limits to this. 
 
Chapter 2: Literature review 
 
Although there are several ‘schools’ in norm diffusion theoretical discourse, existing research 
so far has led to clear definitions of norms and norm diffusion, and relatively recent research 
focuses more on trying to explain how norms actually spread,  and nowadays a normative 
debate surrounding norm diffusion is popular amongst scholars. International norms are 
generally defined as ‘fundamental values’, ‘organising principles’ and ‘standardised 
procedures’ across states and global actors throughout the field (Krook & True, 2010). Norm 
diffusion can change the behaviour of states and international organisations on a domestic 
level regarding issues like suffrage, democracy, human rights, labour standards, etc. as well as 
on a world politics level regarding cooperative security, humanitarian intervention, election 
monitoring, etc. (Krook & True, 2010: 104). However idealistic and ambitious such 
developments are, scholars have found that not all norms have their intended effects, that they 
cannot be generally applied across states, and they cannot be expected to have the same 
results in differing contexts, which means that not all norms, including those that are 
consistent with existing local values, gain salience (Krook & True, 2010: 112). In the modern 
scholastic field, norm diffusion is seen as driven by a movement towards a shared world 
culture (Meyer et al., 1997), and is spoken of in terms of tipping points, norm cascades 
(Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998), and spiral models of domestic change and resistance (Risse et 
al., 1999). All these definitions lead to an understanding of norm diffusion as some kind of 
flow, which once initiated is unstoppable in changing the domestic political and societal 
environment through shaping those values and norms to fit the ‘universal’ idea of correctness, 
based on Western democratic societal views. This phenomenon has sparked a normative 
debate, as in the eyes of some scholars norm diffusion is “mitigating the class conflict, 
diluting class identities and culture, blurring the class borders and blunting the class struggle 
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within nations and between them” (Qassoum, 2002: 44-56). It has become clear that discourse 
regarding gender norm diffusion is based on binaries such as East/West and state/civil society 
(Jad, 2004: 10).   
 
Over the past years, studies have pointed out that there is more complexity to the process of 
norm diffusion than thought before, recently adding adoption and translation of norms into 
practice to the process of norm diffusion in its entirety (Krook & True, 2010: 104). With a 
constructivist theory lens, norms are viewed as creating shared meanings rather than 
restraining behaviour, which quite a nice way to describe it regarding the previous definition 
of norm diffusion being ‘diluting class identities and culture’ (Aldersen, 2001: 8). It is clear 
that views vary within the scholarly field. Yee argues that either the normative debate is 
“forsaken in the theorisation in favour of interest-based explanations”, or that norms are seen 
as the most crucial for explaining state socialisation (Yee, 1996: 102). Towns on the other 
hand emphasises that states are becoming more and more similar to each other in a global 
cultural sense, as well as specifically in their behaviour towards more and more equally 
treated and politically empowered people, thus focusing on the positive side (Towns, 2010: 5). 
Both agree that the spreading of institutions that advocate gender equality norms is seen as a 
movement of homogenisation, and, Westernisation (Towns, 2010: 6). This relatively limited 
literature review so far leads to the conclusion that although every part of the world has its 
own defining characteristics that upholds diversity, however, globalising norms do make 
states look more alike. ‘Gender equality’ is a norm that is being spread globally, and in spite 
of the widespread research and discussion of the topic, it remains a complex concept, which is 
not understood and manifested similarly around the world. However, for a clear perception of 
gender equality in this thesis, the author understands it as a norm that should exist on an 
individual, societal, and governmental level, which presumes that men and women deserve 
the same rights, opportunities, and judgments, in all aspects of life. 
Gender equality as a concept is very complex, as both ‘gender’ and ‘equality’ are highly 
controversial concepts in many non-Western states, especially in the Middle East (Lombardo 
et al., 2009). Krook and True point out that there is some conflict between the theory, and 
practice, of norm diffusion. A new norm can be limited in its ‘fit’ within the broader context 
or environment, especially in the case of gender equality norms (Krook & True, 2010: 112). 
Most relevant scholastic writings observe certain norms as ‘good’, by which is meant that the 
norms facilitate positive moral or ethical behaviour, e.g. providing foreign aid, defending 
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human rights, or abstaining from the use of weapons of mass destruction. However, what one 
state views as positive behavior, another state can view as irrelevant. Not all norms, such as 
economic liberalism or gender equality, are always perceived as positive. Especially in Arab 
states, in the eyes of some fundamentalist groups, ‘the West’ is seen as a powerful actor that 
wants to impose cultural values like individual freedom, materialism and secularism  on the 
rest of world (Jad, 2004: 2). Norms can generate extreme controversy because of their 
perceived potentially negative consequences in authoritarian states (Dimitrov, 2005: 6-7).  
In trying to gain, or keep control of non-state actors spreading norms in dictatorships, states 
typically employ one of the following strategies (Heurlin, 2009). Based on evidence collected 
on cases in East Asia, conclusions are that some dictatorships follow a corporatist strategy, in 
which organisations are half-merged into the state and are supervised/controlled by it (Heurlin, 
2009: 112). Other dictatorships follow a strategy in which NGO’s are marginalised and 
replaced by full-on state-led institutions, thus excluding non-state actors completely. In how 
far Heurlin’s (2009) conclusions can be generalised to Middle Eastern states is somewhat 
researched by Jad (2004), who asserts that the states showed strong hostility towards 
independent women’s organisations during the 1960s especially, which led to their banning 
(Egypt, Jordan), or their co-optation (Syria, Iraq, Algeria, Tunisia). ‘Populist authoritarianism’ 
as a strategy for the elite to maintain hegemonic power endured, in spite of broadly carried 
struggles for independence (Jad, 2004). The state attempts to keep control over society by  
exerting control on the people that work for independent organisations, constraining the 
freedom in their work, leading to corruption. The work of NGO’s in authoritarian states are 
often contested, and as said above, their  existence in such states is challenged because many 
NGO’s promote participatory and democratic values and behavioural principles and such 
Western norms are perceived as threatening (Heurlin, 2009: 222). 
 
The development of global gender equality norms so far has been debated, contested and 
dissented by many researchers (Kardam, 2004: 91). In this thesis, a top-down and bottom-up 
approach are evident to study because they follow opposite strategies to achieving the goal of 
norm diffusion. The UN has played a huge top-down, agenda-setting role in the promotion of 
women’s rights, and in this thesis the actor functions as an example of how complicated the 
specific gender equality norm is, as the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEADW) has many reservations (Krook & True, 2010: 112). 
The global definition of gender equality, as far as there is one, is based on ongoing conflicts at 
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international and domestic levels, which has resulted in inconsistent and uneven 
implementations of ‘gender equality’ policies around the world (Krook &True, 2010: 112). 
Although some states and international institutions were quick to adopt gender equality norms 
after ratifying the UN treaty, their actual effects have been mixed. Krook and True (2010) 
have already established that gender mainstreaming policy is ambiguous in terms of its policy 
descriptions, but a major obstacle to the impact of the policy is found in other related 
opportunities and events. Gender equality is closely linked to other norms such as 
neoliberalism, peace-building and human rights. As the gender equality norm is connected to 
such very broad and diverse goals, the parameters of the norm have become more and more 
broad which makes it harder to achieve the initially intended effects (Krook & True, 2010: 
120).  
Although this problem has been identified by Krook and True (2010) at the United Nations 
top-down norm diffusion process, this also goes for NGO’s using a bottom-up approach to 
norm diffusion. In spreading gender equality norms, which is controversial in many places in 
the world as is, there are limits as to how far an NGO can reach within a society. Especially in 
authoritarian states it is established by now that the state will exert control over the NGO’s. 
Same goes for unstable states experiencing political turmoil,  as many state currently are in 
the Middle-East. In such cases it is not state actors that might intervene in the norm diffusion 
process but the larger environment or situation can be too dangerous and complicated to be 
open to Western norms spread by non-state actors. At the same time however, Jad (2004) has 
identified a steady growth in NGO’s in the Middle East that are concerned with Arab 
women’s lives, which as she says, shows a sign of failure of the centralised Arab states to 
create social change and development, but can on the other hand be seen as a positive 
development in the creating and development of an Arab civil society which is able contain 
the authoritarian state and a healthy sign of bottom-up developments within society. She 
counters this with the argument that it can also be seen as a growing form of dependency and 
homogenisation towards the Western part of the world (Jad, 2004). 
 
In conclusion, the literature on state-NGO relations is dominated by case studies of individual 
dictatorships which did not add to theory-building specifically, but there is a lot of research on 
the process of norm diffusion. Further inspiration for the research puzzle of this thesis stems 
from Aldersen’s (2001) study about state socialisation, in which a gap in IR research has been 
identified, and for which he encourages other scholars to delve into. Therefore, this thesis 
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seeks to expand literature in the scholastic field by continuing theorisation on Heurlin’s (2009) 
study about NGO’s and state relations, but focusing on unstable states, in order to explore 
limits to the process of norm diffusion in an unstable state like Yemen.  
 
Chapter 3: Theoretical framework 
For creating a theoretical framework in order to solve the research puzzle, this thesis draws on 
social constructivist theory. While the author realises that constructivism is not a ‘theory’ in 
the sense that it does not offer empirically falsifiable causal claims, a part of constructivist 
scholarship focuses on norm- and state policies towards women, and a thorough reading 
provides for insight into the appropriateness of Western-value-based NGO’s to non-Western 
polities and values. 
This thesis looks at a top-down, and a bottom-up approach to NGO growth on a broad, 
societal level, and at norm diffusion on a more narrow, institutional level. By taking on this 
approach and analysing Oxfam Novib’s strategy regarding gender mainstreaming, the author 
hopes to provide an overview to bottom-up norm diffusion, as well as point out limits to norm 
diffusion in an unstable state. 
Proponents of a bottom-up approach argue that the organisation of popular pressure and 
participation from below upwards is a necessary prerequisite for political change and societal 
progress.  This is difficult to do in unstable states as people have other priorities on their mind 
such as basic survival. Theorists are also extremely sceptic about the ability and willingness 
of regimes in Third World countries to truly reform itself and under such conditions, both a 
top-down and bottom-up approach may be ineffective, as official donors have to work 
through the governments of recipient states which are unstable or hostile (Jad, 2004: 10). 
Hypotheses are however that 1) a bottom-up approach is more effective than top-down 
approach in norm diffusion, and 2) there are practical limits to bottom-up norm diffusion in an 
unstable state. 
Many studies in international relations literature have examined the reason behind the growth 
in numbers of NGO’s in recent years, and many have used ‘bottom-up’ explanations in 
broader context that sees the increase of NGO’s as a societal response to socio-economic 
factors, as well as the decline of the state, and/or the new information revolution due to the 
rise of the internet (Reimann, 2006). She argues however, that there is not only a bottom-up 
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explanation for the growth in NGO’s, but that there is also a top-down explanation, namely 
processes of political globalisation. Due to globalisation political activity can take place above 
the state through the European Union, or IO’s such as the IMF, the World Bank or the World 
Trade Organisation. Reimann (2006) means more specifically the globalisation of political 
structures, institutions, and Western liberal democratic values, which as has been established 
by now, leads to a homogenisation across states. But in this case, political globalisation is also 
meant as norm diffusion transcending national borders through global movements and 
INGO’s. 
 
Sabatier (1986) has written about the relative strengths and weaknesses of ‘top-down’ and 
‘bottom-up’ approaches to policy implementation, and created a table summing up the 
differences between them (see below). 
   
Table 1: Comparison between top-down and bottom-up approaches (Sabatier, 1986: 33). 
 
In clarification of this table, it can be said that top-down policy implementation actors are 
states/governments, and bottom-up policy implementation actors are governmental-, as well 
as non-governmental organisations. Top-down implementation is very formally structured and 
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focused, while a bottom-up approach is less formal and differs per policy issue or area. The 
top-down policy implementation approach is concerned with how to achieve the by policy 
makers intended policy results, while a bottom up approach is an interaction between several 
actors in a policy network. 
 
3.1 Top-down Approach: United Nations 
According to Sabatier (1986) the essential characteristics of a top-down approach are that it 
all begins with a policy decision made by government officials (Sabatier, 1986: 22). First of 
all it is important to make some considerations to this approach, for example it is pondered 
whether the actions of the implementing officials and target groups are consistent with the 
objectives that were outlines in the taken policy decision. Second, in how far were those 
objectives reached and, which factors were relevant in reaching the objectives, both policy 
factors and external, political factors. Finally, the top-down approach evaluates the approach 
as to asking how the policy was reformulated over time based on experience (Sabatier, 1986: 
22). An example for an organisation that uses such an approach in international relations is 
the United Nations. 
In the mid-1990’s the United Nations (UN) spread policy norms top-down regarding gender 
equality, and Krook and True (2010) came to the conclusion that their policies regarding norm 
diffusion have had very diverging effects across the states where they have been implemented. 
According to Krook and True, norms possibly generate new norms when internal critique 
occurs within a society or context, or through the rise of new opportunities in the external 
normative environment or context, which implies a cascade model for norm diffusion (Krook 
& True, 2010: 112).  
Jad (2004) questions if ‘Arab governments are willing to introduce reforms?’ and whether 
they act to reform themselves. The evidence she has procured from Iraq, Egypt, Palestine, 
Saudi Arabia and other Arab countries suggests that they are not, and do not (Jad, 2004: 11). 
She continues by discussing that although prominent women in the Arab women’s rights 
movement make an appearance for certain NGO’s, this does not mean that there exists a 
general willingness to reform within the state. Rather, Jad (2004) suggests that women’s 
rights are seen as a-political and not politically threatening by the slightest, since the issues do 
not touch the political, economic and social foundations of Arab regimes. By implying that 
women’s issues are not political, the issue is seen as an oppression of women’s rights, because 
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in order to be heard in civil and political society, women’s rights issues need to gain political 
salience and emerge on the political agenda. The top-down approach by which the United 
Nations attempts to implement policy regarding women’s rights issues is therefore not 
sufficient in Middle Eastern states, and a bottom-up approach to social change is more likely 
to be a solution to a lack of gender equality norm acceptance. 
 
3.2 Bottom-up approach: Oxfam Novib 
A critique on the top-down approach is that it starts from the perspective of decision-makers, 
and so it neglects other actors (Sabatier, 1986: 30). A second criticism on the top-down model 
is that it is hard to use in a situation where there is no dominant policy statute or agent (in this 
case the government). A final criticism of top-down models is that they underestimate 
strategies used by street level bureaucrats and other groups in society to achieve the purpose. 
Also, there is a difference between policy formulation and policy implementation. Some 
organisations are part of both those stages, which is preferable, but speaking of the UN policy 
process it is much more bureaucratic than a smaller, working directly in the field, non-state 
actor or organisation (Sabatier, 1986: 30-31).  
By analysing Oxfam Novib’s policy regarding gender mainstreaming this thesis provides an 
insight in bottom-up norm diffusion. Krook defines ‘gender mainstreaming’ as “recognising 
that women and men are positioned differently in social, economic and political structures”, 
and continues to explain this further with “[gender mainstreaming] suggests that gender 
equality cannot be achieved without 1) including women as policy-makers, and 2) considering 
the gendered implications of all public policies” (Krook, 2010: 105).  Oxfam Novib takes a 
rights-based approach to developmental, humanitarian and campaign work, and believe that 
all people are entitled to decent work and income security. In addition to this Oxfam believes 
in providing essential services such as health and education, and in ensuring gender equality, 
security from conflict and disasters, and that people are able to participate in social and 
political life. This is facilitated through a bottom-up approach to norm diffusion by working 
together locally, as this is the way to find out what people really need in the specific context, 
as well as nationally and internationally (www.oxfam.org).  
A content analysis of Oxfam Novib reports and an extensive literature review on norm 
diffusion as well as top-down and bottom-up policy implementation, is appropriate in 
identifying the limits that NGO’s taking a bottom-up approach to norm diffusion run into in 
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an unstable state. The results can be generalised to a broader context as most states in the 
Middle East are based on similar societal values and share a common (political) history. In 
conclusion, the framework is appropriate in solving the puzzle; Which approach is better for 
gender equality norm diffusion? and What are the limits to norm diffusion in an unstable state 
like Yemen? 
 
 
Chapter 4: Case study Oxfam Novib in Yemen 
4.1  Methodology 
Considering limits to research, a literature research has been insightful for theorisation, and a 
bottom-up approach compared to a top-down approach in international norm diffusion is 
useful in order to draw a conclusion about the most feasible way of norm diffusion as a 
phenomenon in weak states. A content analysis of  Oxfam Novib gender mainstreaming 
policy reports regarding Yemen will follow, to supply this study with objective information of 
the gender equality norm diffusion process. A normative debate later on is of relevance, 
because it offers a self-critical view for the ‘NGO-world’, as norm diffusion is dominated by 
Western NGO’s, and aims to lift the study to a higher level in order to provide for feedback to 
international norm theory so far. Sub questions here are; Is gender equality norm diffusion an 
achievable goal in Yemen as it is in political conflict and currently without government? In 
combination with societal rules and values based on Shari’a laws and practice, can we expect 
such a society to accept ‘Western norms’? And normatively speaking, are efforts to socialise 
foreign states a ‘good’ thing?  
To differing degrees, the method of research chosen for this thesis covers both objective 
information, and subjective assessment, regarding the norm diffusion process in authoritarian, 
non-Western states. Data collection is done through analysing primary sources being policy 
reports. The dependent variable is [gender equality] norms, and the independent variables 
found through a content analysis are; the political crisis, media and internet access, energy 
and resource availability, religious and traditional leaders, Shi’a law and customs. A 
qualitative, narrative analysis of primary text (Oxfam Novib report) and extensive literature in 
international relation has led to the possibility to assess in how far a bottom-up approach in 
politically unstable states may be best to achieve de-facto gender equality, and if it has proven 
to be successful in Yemen. In doing this I relate the research to the real world, instead of 
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remaining focused solely on theoretical discourse about NGO’s spreading norms and the 
approaches to policy implementation. 
 The source (Oxfam Novib report) is appropriate in explaining the puzzle of this thesis, as 
reports contain first hand results from the field. It should be kept in mind that there is always a 
possibility for bias, but overall it is presumed results are reliable as the source is credible. 
Advantages of the method are that policy reports provide a clear overview as to what has 
worked, and what has not worked in the process over the past period, and is also clearly 
structured and narrated, which makes it easy to understand and include in the study. 
Disadvantages are that by analysing only one case, it is hard to generalise to a broader whole. 
However, this is always a problem for case studies, and does not render the research irrelevant. 
4.2 Case selection and analysis 
In the case selection I have opted for Yemen, as it is a crucial case for unstable, weak states in 
the MENA region. Historically, Yemen has an authoritarian regime background, and has been 
through nearly constant political turmoil and civil uprisings. This has led to a currently 
unstable and weak state, mainly due to a recent coup d’état in 2014/2015. The selected case is 
therefore crucial to the research question. Yemen became a member of the United Nations in 
1947, and in 1990 again after the unification. Oxfam Novib has been working in Yemen for 
more than 30 years, co-operating with government authorities, as well as civil society 
organisations, in order to improve the livelihoods of people living in poverty. The UN and 
other key stakeholders have not agreed on a date and a place for the next round of the peace 
talks, and an ongoing lack of decisive steps towards peace is worsening circumstances in the 
country. In response to the humanitarian crisis Oxfam provided water and sanitation facilities 
to 700,000 people. Because Oxfam Novib know that Yemen is a fragile state, they focus on 
resilience and respond to the humanitarian needs (oxfam.org/yemen).  
At the same time, the underlying causes of fragility are also worked on, which are advocating 
and providing access to basic services, promoting active citizenship, and addressing gender 
inequality. In order to influence gender equality norms, Oxfam Novib works with local civil 
society organisation partners to achieve the active participation of youth and women on all 
levels in society; from local to national, and from national to international levels. This means 
they work on ‘opening up’ civil society space, and encouraging women- and youth’s political 
participation in order to have their needs heard and respected, which leads the way to 
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democratic governance. They do this by organising workshops for letting women (and men) 
know how their rights and how to get their voice heard on local, national and international 
levels, and to defend their interests by influencing skills and giving them access to safe spaces 
and break down barriers to gender inequality. By creating partnership with local NGO’s it is 
possible to reach more people through (new) media, as they know best what fits with the 
society and thus will be received by the public.  
Yemen is a crucial case for unstable, weak states in the MENA region. Yemen is considered a 
weak, unstable state in international relations due to a recent coup d’état in 2014/2015, and 
has an authoritarian regime background. An armed group called Houthis or Ansar Allah has 
seized control over Yemen’s government and aimed to rule the country, but the deposed 
president Abd Rabbuh Mansur Hadi has declared he remains in office and works on 
establishing a rival government in the city of Aden  (Al Arabiya, 2016). Before the coup, 
Yemen was a representative democratic republic, with a multi-party system, but actually 
dominated completely by one party. In the past Yemen was ruled by local imams who had 
absolute powers for hundreds of years. In 1962 the North Yemen Civil War between pro-
monarchs and pro-republicans worsened the political situation. In 1990 the Republic of 
Yemen was declared after unification of the North and the South, but yet another civil war 
broke out in 1994. In 2011 Yemeni uprisings followed the Arab Spring and the Egyptian 
revolution. Clearly, Yemen has been through nearly constant political turmoil and civil 
uprisings, leading to a current unstable, weak state. Yemen’s state is based on Shari’a law and 
practices which was analysed by Meagher (2013). She observed that Shari’a principles are 
directed towards “the whole duty of mankind” as a totality, regulating all aspects of life under 
Allah’s command. In this sense, Shari’a law is seen here as authoritative, or even totalitarian, 
as it covers all aspects of public and private life. According to Meagher (2013), Shari’a law 
governs religious matters, and also provides pragmatic rules for daily interactions between 
Muslims and rules to live by that concern family, marriage, inheritance, and also private 
matters such as sex, diet, and health, and is intrinsically entrenched in gender inequality in all 
these aspects (Meagher, 2013: 7). In comparison to Western laws, Shari’a law is found to be 
unique in its religious and moral obligations, as well as secular matters, such as crime, politics, 
and economics. Shari’a-derived texts are the foundations for Yemen’s civil society’s norms, 
as the texts contain leading ideas for almost all aspects of Muslim life, and are entrenched in 
gender inequalities regarding the social and private roles people fulfil in society (Meagher, 
2013: 7).
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Oxfam Novib’s work is based on the understanding that gender inequality is unacceptable, as 
it is seen as a violation of human rights for women and as an obstacle to sustainable 
development for states in the long run. Oxfam Novib wants to ensure that gender equality is 
the core to the policy design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation. Oxfam Novib aims 
to change power structures in societies that perpetuate unequal power relations between men 
and women both in private and public life. The NGO does this through starting partnerships 
with local organisations, and through programs for the empowerment of women (Oxfam 
Novib, Annual Plan 2014-2015). By building a society bottom-up, Oxfam Novib tries to 
function as a catalyser to enable social change regarding gender equality. For the reasons 
mentioned above, a bottom-up approach to norm diffusion is more feasible in an unstable 
state without a fully functioning government. Non-state organisations can work together on a 
domestic and international level, to enable social change by working in the field, directly with 
the people that are affected. 
Oxfam Novib believes that the systematic discrimination against women and girls is both a 
cause and a result of the inequality that drives poverty worldwide.  “It can be exacerbated by 
class, ethnicity and age, as well as religious and other fundamentalism. Women who respond 
to disasters, defend rights to natural resources, campaign for freedom from physical and 
sexual abuse, and promote democratic participation often suffer physical and psychological 
violence (Oxfam Novib Strategic plan 2013-2019: 15).” Their goal is to further improvements 
in legislation and policy through their gender mainstreaming and gender justice programmes, 
but they know that this is not enough, and the end goal is to achieve  sustainable, widespread 
changes in attitudes and beliefs about gender, in order to further women’s rights, through 
spreading gender equality norms internationally. Nowadays it has been recognised how 
important it is to involve women into the society and its processes. Oxfam Novib’s vision is 
quite ambitious in this view as they put women’s rights at the centre of all their work in which 
the end goal is eradicating poverty and giving people the tools to build their ow livelihoods. 
Evidence shows that more and more women are taking collective action themselves, which is 
the most important driver of sustained improvement in women’s rights. Oxfam Novib wants 
to keep supporting women in developing their own visions and future plans, and help them to 
build the organisations and movements that are required to achieve women’s rights, because it 
is the foundation for all further development goals (Oxfam Novib Strategic Plan 2013-1019: 
15). 
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Oxfam Novib has lots of field experience and does research to see how effective their policies 
have been. Ideally, The organisation can adjust its strategies according to the right actions to 
reach the objectives they thought of, and be held responsible for their work. However, 
organisations all around the international development sector struggle to create effective and 
efficient monitoring and evaluation systems in order to collect useful data for analysis. Oxfam 
Novib reports show that especially in the area of cultural change regarding gender relations it 
is hard to gain sufficient insight as they rely greatly on ‘storytelling’ which gives insights on 
an individual level, but comes with many complications. For example, people need to have 
active listening skills, and illiteracy can form a problem for filling out questionnaires in 
reviewing activities. It also requires a relationship of trust between the story teller and the 
story collector, and insufficient time can be a challenge. Another ‘tool’ they use for gender 
mainstreaming process is the Gender Traffic Light, which assesses partner organisations’ 
work and sets targets regarding gender equality on an organisational level (Vasani and 
Hackenberg, 2012). However, in a state like Yemen stereotype surrounding femininity and 
masculinity are deeply entrenched which means there are not many people with gender 
expertise working in management or senior positions in that country. This provides for 
setbacks in the achievement of certain gender goals. While these programmes and tools are 
clearly thought through and well formulated, Oxfam Novib is familiar, and concerned with 
possible difficulties or limits to NGO bottom-up work and influencing norms abroad, which 
are discussed in the following chapter. 
 
4.3  Data selection 
Data is used to provide for answers to my research question stems from Oxfam Novib reports 
covering past field work as well as future visions and plans. This thesis greatly relies on 
primary and secondary sources and are seen as appropriate for giving insight into the NGO ‘s 
achievements as well as setbacks, and provides for real world results, to surpass mere 
theorisation on international norm diffusion.  
As a top-down approach is a relationship between governments, or between organisations and 
governments, and as Yemen does currently not have a fully functioning government, it seems 
hardly possible to implement a policy top-down. Currently, Yemen has acceded the CEDAW 
UN treaty, but has not ratified it. A relevant side note here is that in Yemen there is no law to 
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regulate NGO work despite the fact that the Constitution guarantees freedom of opinion and 
expression, indicating that NGO’s are free to do their work which increase the validity of 
results as they are not tampered with by corrupted governments. 
 
Chapter 5: Final discussion & conclusions 
5.1 Practical limits 
A content analysis of Oxfam Novib reports has shown that practical limits to a bottom-up 
approach in the gender mainstreaming policy in Yemen are all mainly due to the currently 
ongoing humanitarian and political crisis. Absence of security in the country’s situation 
constrains the work that organisations try to do. 
First, the current situation has led to a trade embargo, and consequentially a lack of energy 
and supplies. It is a humanitarian crisis as far as people have to water, food or medicine. Also, 
due to lack of gas, as well as destroyed infrastructure, it is difficult for people who are capable 
or willing, to reach Oxfam Novib activities. The deficiency of resources presents a bottleneck 
problem that keeps projects and activities from being effective. 
A second aspects that hinders the process is that while communication is a big part of bottom-
up NGO work, both between organisations, and between organisations and the people, the 
internet connection is very bad in Yemen. It is hard to reach local actors/partners, yet it is vital 
for communication with Oxfam Novib headquarters to consult them before and after activities. 
The media sector in Yemen has become almost paralysed. This means that there is limited 
access to information and that Oxfam Novib relies on mouth-to-mouth publicity for 
workshops and direct targeting of specific participants known for their interest and ability to 
use their skills for serving the community as an agent of change. Jad’s  (2004) article 
mentions that NGO reliance on the use of media communication for advocating national 
issues can lead to difficulties, by which she points to the weakening effect of lack of a broad 
constituency. Big issues need an organised constituency to carry them, otherwise Oxfam 
Novib’s actions are the more likely to be seen as crossing a line, which in authoritarian states 
draws punishment, or attracts terrorist acts from rebel groups such as the Houthis in Yemen 
(Jad, 2004: 10).  
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This relates to the argument that Oxfam Novib partner organisations have pointed out that the 
main difficulties they faced were that the community refused to accept concept notions such 
as gender, especially when they were pushed forward by (I)NGO’s as they consider it as an 
intervention in the inner affairs of the country as well as an attempt to spoil Yemeni society 
with ‘odd’ foreign ideas. Gender Mainstreaming and Leadership report shows that 
discriminatory norms and beliefs, tradition and religion, fundamentalism and other ‘hostile’ 
cultural practices are daily realities for staff and participants. Reports state that gender 
mainstreaming interventions need to be more aware of such factors in order to ensure the 
expectations and outcomes are realistic and fit with the larger context of the country (Vasani 
and Hackenberg, 2012: 4). 
Another problem was reported surrounding the Gender Traffic Light which is a tool to assess 
partner organisations. While the use of the Gender Traffic Light was revised and remains 
useful and intentional, shortcomings are that staff can be easygoing in making it green, which 
means an organisation fully operates according to the gender justice programme. In reality, 
this is hardly the case in Middle Eastern states and the tool is considered to be too subjective  
and while some people are reported to use it very carefully during the assessment process, this 
is not always the case as it depends on how critical a person is in completing it. Also, if it is 
also not repeated annually you cannot measure change (Vasani and Hackenberg, 2012: 4). 
Oxfam Novib is aware of such problems, and activities surrounding gender equality were 
adapted to a Yemeni context. Main obstacles to strengthening the role of women in society 
are religious and traditional leaders or husbands who do not prioritise or stimulate gender 
equality. This can be overcome through involving men in the activities. 
 
5.2  Ethical limits 
Yemeni customs are based on deeply rooted Muslim beliefs and since 2014 on Shi’a law, 
which oppresses women in daily life and work. Women who do attend are shunned by their 
community, as reported after a women bike ride protest 
(https://www.oxfam.org/en/yemen/bicycles-and-bombs). An analysis of reports and 
theorisation by experts on this topic has led to the theorisation that ethical limits to Oxfam 
Novib’s bottom up approach to gender mainstreaming are mainly set norms in the society and 
fear of the political circumstances. Norms can only be changed bottom up when the people 
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are willing and circumstances are cooperative. The current political situation, or humanitarian 
crisis has created a dangerous environment for spreading Western norms, for all parties 
involved.  
Therefore to be clear, ethical limits to Oxfam Novib’s bottom-up approach are the fact that 
Yemen’s society is built on Shi’a values and norms, which means changing these norms is 
changing an entire society and its structures. It is a change that has taken a long time in 
Western states, and ethically, how can NGO’s expect states with such big problems such as a 
humanitarian crisis to engage in this change of norms. The work Oxfam Novib expects their 
local partners to do is politically dangerous, thus it is a lot to ask. For example, it is physically 
dangerous to go outside due to bombings, and difficult to reach cities and offices due to 
destroyed infrastructure. The work includes gender mainstreaming, as defined previously, 
while under Shar’ia law men and women are not to be in the same space. Obliging local 
partners to do this is dangerous as terrorist groups can take extreme measures. Women who 
attend feminist rallies are shunned by their communities, which does not make it easier for 
them to survive in a humanitarian crisis. In this situation it is doubtful if it is possible to 
achieve the end goal of spreading gender equality norms, let alone ethically responsible for a 
western NGO to stir up social change and be responsible for an Arab Spring-like situation. 
 
Practical limits Ethical limits 
1. Gender inequality is deeply 
entrenched in Yemeni culture and 
society. 
1. Pushing Western norms is intrusive 
and seen as an intervention. 
2. Religious and traditional leaders in 
communities are not prioritising, or 
supportive of gender equality. 
2. Women who attend feminist rallies 
are often shunned by their 
community. 
3. Ongoing political and humanitarian 
crisis and a trade embargo; destroyed 
infrastructure, lack of energy 
resources and supplies. 
3. Attending activities can be 
dangerous as there are regular 
bombings, which is a lot to ask from 
participant as well as organisational 
staff. 
4. Media sector is almost paralysed and  
internet access is limited  which 
4. When an issue is not carried by 
broad constituency, it attracts 
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means advocacy is nearly 
impossible. 
authoritarian punishment, or Houthi 
rebels can take extreme measures. 
 
5. Literacy skills are often too low, and 
questionnaires too long for 
participants to review activities 
adequately. 
5. Have to be careful in promoting social 
change as O.N. does not want to be 
responsible for  causing revolution, thus 
remains politically correct 
Table 2: Overview of the limits to Oxfam Novib’s bottom-up approach to gender equality 
norm diffusion in Yemen. 
The goal of this thesis was to explore the limits to the process of gender norm diffusion by 
non-state actors in unstable states like Yemen, by examining in more detail the ways in which 
changing a social structure produces limits and opportunities for actors. Further, this thesis 
seeks to expand theoretical discourse by mirroring a top-down to a bottom-up approach to 
norm diffusion. 
The questions posed in the beginning were; In how far gender equality norm diffusion an 
achievable goal in Yemen as it is in political conflict and currently without government? And 
normatively speaking, are efforts to socialise foreign states a ‘good’ thing?  
Oxfam Novib wants to achieve a poverty free world in the long run and believes that 
emancipating underprivileged people in societies are key to this development. Oxfam Novib 
therefore aims to include women and youth in society by stimulating them to actively 
participate and by giving them the tools they need to build their own livelihoods, such as 
creating awareness of rights. In this sense it is definitely considered a good thing to ‘socialise’ 
foreign states. Oxfam Novib as an organization is very culturally perceptive and respects the 
countries they work in as it is not the intention to impose  policy, but to diffuse norms by 
working bottom-up with people who want to improve their livelihoods. 
A state like Yemen that finds itself in the midst of a war and a humanitarian crisis, without a 
fully functioning government, poses practical limits to norm diffusion that all mainly stem 
from the troubled political situation. It was established in this thesis that in order to change the 
minds of people and let them make the change in society in behaviour towards women, a 
bottom-up approach is more appropriate than a top-down approach policy implementation. 
However, in this case even a bottom-up approach could be too ambitious because the weak 
state and its citizens have other priorities. Existing norms are too deeply entrenched in 
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Yemen’s society, that changing these norms will transform the whole societal system which is 
not the right of Western NGO’s. From this interventionist point of view, norm diffusion in 
gender equality is diluting ethnic cultures, whereas form a Western point of view it is 
considered as a moral obligation to spread gender equality. This feeds back to the literature 
review earlier on in this thesis, where it was established by Krook and True that it cannot be 
expected that (gender equality) norms have the same results in differing contexts, maybe 
especially  norms like gender equality that are not consistent with existing local values, to 
gain salience (Krook & True, 2010: 112). However, it has been shown that more and more 
women are taking collective action and getting involved in their society. Therefore, trying to 
make the world a better place, by giving people, and especially women, the tools to do so 
themselves, is not radical or Western colonialism, but altruism. 
And while it is not forgotten that Western norms are crucial to the development of democratic 
societies, there is still the question that if non-state actors would come to the a Western state 
and start spreading non-western values, would it be appreciated? The main point here being, 
NGO’s can try to diffuse norms, even in states where it may seem impossible and where one 
might say ‘they need it the most’, and in turn try to create a more democratic world, but it is 
counterproductive in NGO work that they are not welcomed with open arms, by authoritarian 
leaders or by the people they want to help. In this sense, it is easy to criticise humanitarian 
work and say it is a waste of time and money, but let’s end it on a positive note, by saying say 
every life they affect in a positive sense, is one more than if NGO’s did not do such work. As 
long as NGO’s realise that each state and society develop differently and remain respectful in 
this, as this thesis is supportive of the idea of protecting human rights, but unsupportive of the 
idea that Western values should be universal.  
It can be concluded that achieving gender equality in a weak state in political and 
humanitarian crisis has many practical and ethical limits that make it unlikely to achieve this 
goal, especially anytime soon. However, a bottom-up approach to norm diffusion is more 
feasible than a top-down approach. Also, one might say that making some small progress in 
spreading gender equality is better than no progress at all. Normatively speaking, I do not 
believe that we should expect non-Western societies to accept Western norms reluctantly, but 
Oxfam Novib takes the local context into consideration. An organisation cannot force 
anything, thus it is more acceptable, normatively speaking, than a top-down policy 
implementation, which can be seen more as an intervention than bottom-up grassroots non-
state actors that try to speed up social change, which the author considers desirable. 
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